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VI.—THE ".ESTHETIC" OF BENEDETTO CROCK* 

By ALBERT A. COCK. 

I. EXPOSITORY. 

§ 1. Intuition. 

TWO-THIRDS of Croce's hook on aesthetic are devoted to summar
ising and criticising a long series of apparently false theories. 

In his own theory he begins by differentiating between 
intuitive knowledge and logical knowledge. The former is 
obtained through the imagination, is knowledge of the individual, 
and is productive of images. Logical knowledge is obtained 
through the intellect and is knowledge of the universal, of 
relations, and is productive of concepts. 

Intuitive knowledge, Croce insists, is essentially independent 
of intellective knowledge. " The impression of a moonlight 
scene by a painter, a musical motif, the words of a lyric or those 
of daily command, entreaty, or lament, may all be intuitive 
facts " | without the shadow of intellective relation. 

Nor is intuition mere perception. Any objectified impression 
is an intuition. The Kantian doctrine of Space and Time as 
forms of intuition is inadmissible for Croce. " We may have 
intuitions without space and without time, as, for instance, a 
tint of sky, a tint of sentiment, an Ah ! of pain and an effort of 
will objectified in consciousness."! These are intuitions with 
which Space and Time have nothing to do. Eor Croce, therefore, 

* JEsthetic as Science of Expression and General Linguistic, translated 
from the Italian of Benedetto Croce by Douglas Ainslie. (Macmillan 
1909.) 

t Op. cii., p. 2. 
\ Ibid., p. 7. 
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intuitive knowledge is freed from intellectualism and from 
every posterior and external adjunct. 

Neither is intuition sensation, for sensation deals with matter, 
which is mechanism and passivity (cp. Bergson), whereas 
intuition is spiritual activity. Nor is intuition mere association, 
or even representation. " Representation " is an equivocal term 
and Croce will only apply it to intuition when it means " some
thing detached and standing out from the psychic base of sen
sations." What then, is intuition ? Croce replies, " Every 
true intuition is also expression. The spirit does not obtain 
intuitions otherwise than by making, forming, expressing. In
tuitive activity possesses intuitions to the extent that it 
expresses them,"* Expression is a term which must cover the 
intuitions of the painter, sculptor and musician as well as those 
of the poet and linguist. Despite the optional character which 
Croce subsequently gives to externalisation, at this stage he 
insists that unless intuitions or impressions become expressions 
not only in the contemplative spirit but also externally, they 
do not really exist. People who say they have beautiful ideas 
but cannot express them, deceive themselves ; if they had them 
they would express them in beautiful words, or otherwise, and 
thus pass them from " the obscure region of the soul into the 
clarity of the contemplative spirit." Beethoven's Ninth Sym
phony was his own intuition and his intuition was the Ninth 
Symphony. The artist, then, has intuitions superior to those of 
ordinary people. How then do we ordinary people recognise and 
appreciate them ? Because, says Croce, we each have within us 
a little of the poet, a little of the sculptor, and so forth. I t is 
not merely that the poet is born, not made. Man is himself 
born a poet and even the Aristotelian Society is full of them. 

"Intuitive knowledge," Croce concludes, "is expressive 

i knowledge, autonomous in respect to intellectual function; 
y indifferent to discriminations posterior and empirical, to reality 

* P. 13. 
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166 ALBERT A. COCK. 

and unreality, to space and time: intuition or representation is 
distinguished as form from what is felt or suffered, or from 
psychic material; and this form, this taking possession of, is 
expression. I t is nothing else (nothing more, but nothing less) 
than to express."* 

§2. Art. 

Croce proceeds from intuition to art. Since the former is 
expression it is to be identified with the artistic fact, and 
there is no specific difference between art and intuitive 
knowledge. Art is the expression of impressions, and, since 
intuition is the same, their identity follows. The. artistic 
intuition is not more intense than ordinary intuition; it has 
a merely quantitative and empirical difference ! I t is more 
extensive. "Certain men have a greater aptitude and more 
frequent inclination to express fully certain complex states 
of the soul."f These we call artists. This is the only 
difference, a purely quantitative one. Hence there is not one 
science of greater intuition and another of the less, but 
" aesthetic is one, the science of intuitive or expressive 
knowledge, which is' the artistic or expressive fact."J Some 
men are born great poets, others small, but all of us are poets 
generically. 

Because art is the expression of impressions, and it is only 
in expression that intuition really lives, the aesthetic fact is 
for Croce form and nothing but form. The matter or content 
is " emotion not aesthetically elaborated.:'§ I t is the necessary 
point of departure for the expressive fact, but there is no 
passage between the quality of the content and that of the 
form. 

The mimetic theory, therefore, is right, in so far as it means 
that art is intuitive; but the' idealistic theory also is right 

* P. 18. 
t P. 22. 
t P. 24. 
§ P. 25. 
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?' in insisting on the spiritual character of the process. The 
photographer's work is art in so far as it expresses his own 
point of view, pose, grouping, etc. I t is not art in respect 
of the iutractable passivity of the nature which it copies. 
The true artist must vary his data, even remove details, and 
indeed impart an " ideal addition " to nature. " Any impression 
can enter into aesthetic expression or formation, but none is 
hound to do so."* A hypothetical man deprived of all his 
senses and then suddenly given sight only could make nothing 
of a picture. Apperceptive experience must operate, although 
this is inconsistent with Croce's narrow account of intuition. 
He holds that aesthetic expression is a " synthesis" in which 
direct and indirect cannot be distinguished. A merely 
physiological account of what the physical organs do throws no 
light on this synthesis. 

Croce further deduces that every expression is unique, 
hence every work of art is indivisible. Expression as unity 
in variety is " the synthesis of the various, the multiple, into 
one."f But what is this if not associative, not intellective, 
not perceptual, and not conceptual ? 

By elaborating or expressing his impressions man frees 
himself from them. By objectifying them he makes himself 
superior to them. This is catharsis. "Activity is the 
deliverer just because it drives away passivity."} In thus 
applying Aristotle's doctrine to the artist himself Croce is 
recalling Goethe and following the verdict of the poet, 

" There is a pleasure in poetic pains 
That only poets know." 

Eeverting to the distinction between intuition and intellect 
we now learn that while intuition can stand without any other 
support, the intellectual needs the aesthetic and cannot stand 

* P. 30. 
t P. 33. 
I P. 35. 
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without it. Conceptual knowledge is knowledge of things, and 
those things are intuitions. Concepts (echoing Kant) are not 
possible without intuitions, but Croce will not accept the other 
half of 'Kant's maxim that without concepts percepts are blind. 
Thought, he goes on to tell us, cannot exist without speech, and 
the distinction between internal and external language is 
purely empirical. Every scientific work is also a work of art, 
for it is an expression. We do not heed its artistic value as 
a rule because we are intent upon the intellectual content— 
though it seems inconsistent in Croce to admit any intellectual 
content into aesthetic expression. The distinction between 
prose and poetry cannot be justified except in so far as one is 
art, the other science. " Poetry is the language of sentiment, 
prose of the intellect, but since the intellect is also sentiment 
in its concretion and reality, so all prose has a poetical side." 
" There exists poetry without prose, but not prose without 
poetry "*-—which is very comforting. Croce thus insists that 
intuitive knowledge or expression and intellectual knowledge 
or concept are in a relation of " double degree." The first is 
the expression, which can exist without the second, viz., the 
concept, but the concept cannot live without the first. Expres
sion and concept thus completely exhaust the forms of the 
cognitive intellect. 

This leads to a very interesting discussion of History.f 
History occupies a peculiar position. Croce maintains that it 
is not really a science, it seeks no laws, employs neither 
induction nor deduction, it is directed solely ad narrandum, 
non ad demonstrandum. The this, the that, the individuum 
omni modo determinatum is its sole province. Hence it is 
included under the universal concept of art. History is said 
to elaborate concepts of persons and movements, but it never 
can pass beyond the individual person and the individual act, 

* P. 42. 
t P. 44ff. 
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which are always unique. History is one thing; the theory of 
history is another; and the certainty of history is never that 
of science, despite the utmost efforts of documentary research. 
" ' What proof givest thou of all these deeds ?' the sophist 
asks; and humanity can only reply : ' I remember.' "* 

The pure or fundamental forms of knowledge are then, two : 
the intuition—Art—and the concept—Science or Philosophy. 
History occupies an intermediate position, the intuition in 
contact with the concept: Art receiving philosophic distinctions 
while still remaining concrete. " The intuition gives the 
world, the phenomenon: the concept gives the noumenon, the 
Spirit."! As we shall not return to Croce's views on History 
we may observe in passing that the doctrine that History 
is only a poem, a drama, must ultimately destroy that acknow
ledged body of knowledge which we call History. The causal 
concept has revitalised the subject in the nineteenth century, 
and even if its certainty is not that of the physical sciences, it 
is not because it has no certainty but because its data are 
human, in which category certainty is of a different order. 
Croce's attitude towards History is, of course, not uncommon 
in Philosophy. Even Dr. Bosanquet regards History as 
" a hybrid form of experience incapable of any considerable 
degree of being or trueness."| 

§ 3. Erroneous Doctrines. 

Not until he has passed in review and disposed of a great 
number of existing doctrines in aesthetic and criticism does 
Croce come to close quarters with the nature of the beautiful. 
He makes a number of protests, not unjust, but still a trifle 
elementary, against the errors of literary analysis, the inventory 
classification of styles and the misplaced emphasis of theses of 
aesthetic symbolism, the type, of the "subjective" and the 

* P. 49. 
t P. 52. 
J I quote from Dr. Morrison's paper in last year's Proceedings. 
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" objective." His point is that " it is impossible to separate, in ) 
aesthetic analysis, the subjective from the objective, the lyric '• 
from the epic, the image of feeling from that of things." 
" Every true work of art," he says, " has violated some estab
lished class and has upset the ideas of the critics."* Classifi
cation has an empirical utility only and establishes neither 
laws nor definitions. 

There are analogous errors in History and Logic. The 
term " historical law " is either a metaphor or a contradiction 
in terms. Logic suffers even more. " An inexact iEsthetic 
drags with it an inexact Logic." Logic can only be reformed 
on the basis of ^Esthetic. " The only logical fact is, the concept, 
the spirit that forms the universal." Such logic is nothing but 
induction, i.e. the formation of universals, for deduction is 
nothing but a verbal development from these. I t is therefore 
necessary to exclude from Logic all those propositions which 
do not affirm universals. " I want to read" is a non-logical 
judgment, a mere enclosing in words of an impression of a 
fact—an aesthetic datum in short. Syllogistic cannot occupy 
the first place in a philosophical logic: the concept alone is the 
prime logical fact; judgment and syllogism are mere forms in 
which that fact is made manifest. Qud forms, " they can only 
be examined aesthetically, i.e. grammatically." " The principle 
of contradiction itself is at bottom nothing but the aesthetic 
principle of coherence."f But Croce does not tell us how the 
aesthetic experience becomes aware of, or reaches the principle 
of coherence. This is significant. 

Before criticising a further erroneous series of aesthetic 
theories Croce resumes and develops his metaphysical analysis. 
To the theoretic form of the spirit in its two forms of intellec
tion and intuition is to be added the practical activity. This 
is expressed in the will and is powerless without knowledge or 

* JSsthetic, p. 61. 
t Ibid., p. 74. 
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theory. He observes, quite truly, that the so-called practical 
man stops when he is seized with doubt or feels himself in the 
dark. He has been guided by theory or knowledge uncon
sciously. Theory halts and action ceases. Faith falls and 
conduct fails. 

But while this is admitted Croce criticises judgments of 
value. These are not a priori but the expression of a volition 
already exercised. " We do not desire things because we know 
them to be good or useful; but we know them to be good and 
useful because we desire them."* Nothing is said about bad or 
useless actions, but perhaps these terms are merely the 
outsider's adjectives. At any rate this reactionary ethic soon 
disposes of judgments of* value — they are " altogether 
imaginary," and " there exist no normative sciences in 
general." If anyone supposes aesthetic judgments to be 
value-judgments we are recommended not to apply Logic to 
^Esthetic, nor aesthetic forms to Logic. 

Consequently Croce excludes the practical from the aesthetic 
activity and does so in radical fashion. The aesthetic fact, he 
says, is altogether completed in the expressive elaboration of 
the impressions within us. When the word, figure, or motif is 
definitely conceived within us, expression is born and is com
plete. There is no need for anything else. If we choose to 
externalise it, well and good, but this is a practical fact, not the 
aesthetic fact, not strictly the artistic fact, despite the estab
lished usage of terms. We must anticipate fuller criticism to 
ask what right he has to use the term " conceived " in aesthetic 
activity at all on his premisses: and clearly, if the aesthetic fact 
is completed within, there can be no ^Esthetics, for the exter
nalised result is an affair of practical activity, of will, of 
economic. 

In fact, Croce pushes this aesthetic of the spirit so far as to 
say that not only is it ridiculous to seek for an end in Art, but 

* P. 81. 
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172 ALBEET A. COCK. 

that it is also erroneous to talk of selection of content. If 
there be selection it can only be (he says) from amongst data 
which are already expressions. " Expression is free inspiration, 
the artist travaileth and is big with a theme, he knows not 
how; he feels the moment of birth drawing near, but he 
cannot will it or not will it."* This important appeal to the 
actual facts of the process of aesthetic creation must be examined 
later. 

Croce passes on to consider the parallel grades of the 
practical activity. Theoretic activity is exhausted in iEsthetic 
and Logic. Practical activity is similarly exhausted in 
(i) useful or economical activity, and (ii) moral activity, which 
implies the economic. " Economy'is, as it were, the ^Esthetic 
of practical life ; Morality its Logic." Even the most morally 
scrupulous man must conduct himself usefully (economically) 
if he does not wish to be inconclusive and therefore not truly 
moral. " To will economically is to will an end; to will morally 
is to will the rational end." The first is possible without the 
second, but the latter cannot be without the first. Examples 
of the economic without the moral character are the Prince of 
Machiavelli, Caesar Borgia, or Iago. But the science of the 
moral includes the science of the immoral just as the science 
of the false is included in Logic, and of the ugly in iEsthetic. 
Croce excellently observes that the strength of utilitarian ethics 
lies in its recognition of the economic in morality; its weakness 
in its neglect of that which lies within the economic form, 
" As aesthetic intuition knows the phenomenon or nature, and 
philosophic intuition knows the noumenon or spirit, so economic 
activity wills the phenomenal, and moral activity the spiritual." 
" The spirit which desires itself, its true self," that is the 
formula of morality. These views are an interesting combina
tion of Kantian and Hegelian ethics. 

The four forms thus elaborated completely exhaust for 

* P. 84. 
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Croce the possible forms of spiritual activity. Each implies 
the others and Croce's strength lies largely in the sanity with 
which he gives each its due recognition. At the same time it 
leads him to exclude and severely criticise other apparent forms 
of spiritual activity. Thus, religion is nothing but knowledge. 
Hence it is always being destroyed by progress and always 
being resuscitated by further progress. Nevertheless, philo
sophy is gradually withdrawing from religion all reason for 
existing, because it substitutes itself for religion. Philosophy 
regards religion as " a transitory fact, a psychic phenomenon 
that can be surpassed."* Why it should be more transitory 
than other facts does not appear. Moreover, philosophy as 
science of the spirit cannot be philosophy of the intuitive 
datum and accordingly metaphysic is declared to be an 
impossibility. 

Croce therefore proclaims himself as " ultra-metaphysical" 
and defines the function of philosophy to be the auto-conscious
ness of the spirit as opposed to the classincatory function of 
the natural sciences. This carries us back to the beginning 
of things. Did not Plato, in far nobler language, affirm philo
sophy to be the " auto-consciousness of the spirit" ? As 
the spectator of all time and of all existence, however, Plato 
gave to the philosopher a metaphysical function of the most 
concrete kind, the apprehension and contemplation of the 
eternal Ideas, the realisation of the indwelling Logos. 

Armed with these four modes, Croce argues that descrip
tions of aesthetic qualities such as unity in variety, truth, 
sincerity, individuality, and the characteristic are alike vain 
and verbal doctrines. Single expressive facts are always 
individual and they cannot be compared. The scientific value 
of these distinctions and of further classifications, such as 
romantic, classical, etc., is nil, altogether negative. None of 
them are capable of satisfactory definition. Expressions 

* P. 104. 
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certainly vary in their success or non-success, but the current 
terms of criticism are useless as criteria. No two critics ever 
use them alike. The only conclusion, then, seems to be that 
literary or other aesthetic criticism is impossible. I t is quite 
right and apposite in Croce to protest against an exaggerated 
estimate of the terminology of criticism, but logically he ought 
to abandon language altogether, as individually so variable as 
to have no common meaning. Every scientific work is, he 
says, an expression, ergo unique, ergo untranslatable, ergo 
undiscussable. Surely the only refuge for us all, including 
Croce, is silence ! The very possibility of conceptual know
ledge seems paralysed by its dependence upon unique aesthetic 
intuitions, and since there is no metaphysic, what means have 
we of validating a common body of knowledge ? In short, 
Croce leaves us in the miasmatic swamp of Protagorean 
relativity. 

§ 4. The Definition of the BeoMtiful. 

The ground thus cleared, Croce no" longer delays facing 
the question of the nature of the beautiful. ^Esthetic 
activity is not to be identified with feeling, he not untruly 
says, for "feeling is nothing but a fundamental practical 
activity of appetite or desire for some individual end, without 
any moral determination." He will not have aesthetic 
hedonism, therefore, although there is always a hedonistic 
accompaniment to aesthetic activity. The economic feeling 
or activity has two poles, pleasure or pain. These may also 
be called the useful and the useless or hurtful poles, and, 
finally, they may be described as value or disvalue. " Value 
is activity unfolding itself freely; disvalue is its contrary."* 
Earlier, it will be remembered, value-judgments had been 
rejected. 

The Beautiful is now described as the value of expression. 
But in order to avoid all such useless and meaningless terms 

* P. 127. 
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as intellectual Beauty (poor Shelley!), moral Beauty (alas for 
the Psalmist!) and the like, we must define Beauty as 
successful expression, or as expression and nothing more, 
" since an expression which is not successful is not an expression. 
The ugly, therefore, is unsuccessful expression, or in reality not 
expression at all." In works of art that are failures parts may 
possess unity and therefore beauty, while other parts may 
possess multiplicity and are therefore ugly.* 

The Beautiful does not possess degrees, since there 
is no conceiving a more beautiful, i.e. an expressive that 
is more expressive, or an adequate that is more adequate. 
This position also follows from Croce's contention that 
each expression is unique and incomparable. Ugliness, 
per contra, does possess degrees, from the rather ugly or 
almost beautiful to the extremely ugly. " If the ugly were 
complete, i.e.. without any element of beauty, it would, ipso 
facto, cease to be ugly, because in it the contradiction which 
is the reason of its existence would be absent. The disvalue 
becomes non-value."f " The whole mystery of the beautiful 
and the ugly is therefore reduced to these most easy definitions.''^ 

With the problem thus " easily solved " Croce resumes his 
onslaughts upon all other theories. The beautiful is not the 
merely pleasant, it is not merely play, it is not the reaction 
of the sexual organs, it is not the merely sympathetic. 
Neither is it an inebriation of the senses (rigoristic sesthetic 
must go), nor is it didactic (pedagogic sesthetic must go). 
Beauty freed from expression, so-called absolute Beauty, non 
est, though beauty as freed from pleasure, play, and doctrine, 
is truly pure. Croce does not here make clear which 
" expression" he alludes to ; the interior spiritual synthesis, 
or the optional externalisation. The ugly is again discussed 
and asserted to have no meaning since it is the non-

* P. 129. 
+ P. 130. 
X P. 131. 
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expressive. This is certainly an easy way of getting rid of 
the problem. 

The sublime is " everything that is or will be called so by 
those who have employed, or shall employ this term." All 
such terms, all proposed definitions of the ugly, sublime and 
comic, have no philosophic value, and are to be handed over 
to psychology. But Croce's criticism of quantitative definitions 
of the sublime would seem to place upon him the onus of 
framing a qualitative one, rather than of ignoring it. He 
says the impression of the sublime derived from reading Dante 
or Shakespeare is an accidental relation to the aesthetic fact. 
Adequation to truth alone matters.* Adequation to truth 
is beauty. No reason is brought forward for this new 
definition at the end of a chapter. We should like to know 
what " t ruth" is in this connection. Is truth a logical, 
aesthetic, economic, or moral datum ? And what is adequation 
to truth ? Again, while beauty is " expression," the sublime 
is spoken of as "impression." Is this a tacit assent to the 
Kantian view of the double subjectivity of the sublime ? 

§ 5. The Process of Expression. 

The identification of intuition and expression in Croce, and 
the subjective character of his general doctrine, make it incum
bent upon him now to trace the steps of artistic construction 
more precisely. Accordingly, he gives us a formal statement! 
of the " complete process of aesthetic production," viz.:— 

«. Impressions; 
/3. Expression or spiritual aesthetic synthesis ; 
7. Hedonistic accompaniment or pleasure of the beautiful 

(aesthetic pleasure); 
S. Translation into physical media. [This is not an 

aesthetic fact but an economic, an affair of the will. I t 

* P. 152. 
t P. 156. 
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is optional and is only metaphorically to be called "expres
sion."] 

Anyone can see, says Croce, that the only step that is truly 
real and truly aesthetic is the second. Anyone can see, we may 
retort, that ipso facto the beautiful is never made manifest. 
Translation is naturalistic, non-aesthetic, pertinent only to 
economics or ethics. There can be no raison d'etre for any 
treatises on a non-communicable, inexpressible, spiritual 
synthesis. But we pass on. 

Granted that as an " aid to memory " (!) the physical trans
lation takes place, then the process is reversed in the observer. 
He is able to obtain the unique and incomparable expression 
or intuition in the following way :*— 

a. The physical object or stimulus; 
/3. Perceptions of physical facts, sounds, tones, lines, 

colours, etc. These " together form the aesthetic synthesis 
already produced "; 

7. The hedonistic accompaniment which is also reproduced. 

The extraordinary thing about this alleged reproduction of 
the original aesthetic process is that the spiritual synthesis has 
either disappeared or is identified with or produced from the 
non-aesthetic external aid to memory. The spiritual synthesis, 
expression or intuition is not perception, not sensation, not 
association, not conception, yet now the perceptions of lines, 
colours, tones and the rest form this synthesis anew. No 
amount of perception according to Croce can yield beauty. 
" The beautiful is not a physical fact but a spiritual energy." 
How, then, can it ever be produced from a physical stimulus ? 
Ex nihilo nihil fit. We are left wondering what spiritual 
energy is, since it has no sensations, no perceptions, etc., from 
which the beautiful, intuition, may arise. 

Beauty being solely a spiritual synthesis, Croce has no need 
of any such distinctions as free and dependent, pure and mixed 

'* P. 158. 
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beauty, I t "so happens," he says,* that in nature certain 
combinations can be used more than others in externalising 
our synthesis, but he does not account for this differentiation 
in. Nature, it merely " happens." Subsequently he contends, on 
behalf of architecture and the crafts, that buildings and tools 
" are beautiful in so far as they express the purpose for which 
they were made."f The spiritual synthesis abiding in the 
clarity of the contemplative spirit seems here to have dis
appeared and the practical activity in the shape of economic 
has usurped its place. However, Croce's final position is that 
the physically beautiful is a mere atljunct, an optional 
" adjunct for the reproduction of the internally beautiful."^ 
Is this not a mere mimetic theory in respect of these adjuncts ? 

Nature is, then, beautiful only in so far as she reproduces 
an aesthetic synthesis. Now if this be so, we may ask in whose 
mind did that synthesis originate ? On Crocean premisses the 
Matterhorn may be metaphorically called an " expression," 
and beautiful if it reproduces an interior synthesis. Very 
well. An artist sees the Matterhorn for the first time and 
instantly exclaims " How beautiful!" This is because the 
mountain expresses or reproduces a spiritual synthesis. A 
layman also sees the peak and he too exclaims, " How 
beautiful!" In whose mind was the spiritual synthesis 
originally constructed ? The artist is only a beholder, the 
layman likewise. Can we say that the unexpected inference 
from Croce is theistic ? The spiritual synthesis originates in 
God, the " perfect poet Who in His person acts His own 
creations." 

But for Croce beauty is not " given" in Nature. He 
proceeds therefore to criticise the alleged beauty of the human 
form. For his individualistic and relativistic position, all talk 
about the beauty of the human body is a mere abstraction. 

* P. 163. 
t P. 167. 
{ P. 168. 
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" To each man his beautiful (sympathetic), to each man his 
fair." " Sunt quos," Croce* re-echoes from Horace, " sunt quos, 
with a postscript indefinitely long." It is useless to seek for 
the physical laws or objective conditions of. the beautiful. 
The beautiful has no physical existence and Fechner's enquiries 
are vain. " We cannot decide beauty by a referendum." 
How, then, are we to explain the consensus of opinion about 
a Venus de Milo, Eembrandt's Portrait of Himself, " Crossing 
the Bar," and the Eroica Symphony ? The numerous cameo 
critiques of Croce are useful reminders of the difficulties of 
aesthetic theory, but do they warrant us in taking refuge in 
irretrievable subjectivity ? 

§ 6. Technique and the Arts. 

Croce passes on to criticise theories of technique and the 
spheres of the various arts. Since there is no passage from the 
physical fact to the aesthetic no classification of the arts is 
possible.f All books thereon should be burnt. "Space and 
Time, Eest and Motion have nothing to do with aesthetic forms 
or art as such." A theory of the union of the arts is equally 
false. All we know is that certain artistic intuitions require 
one kind of physical externalisation, others other. Wagner 
required sound, colour and form, Wordsworth sound only, and 
so forth. But, this conceded, Lessing may rest in peace. Your 
medium is your own, of course. 

So, also, art is independent of morality, utility and volitional 
form, and this despite the doctrine of adequation to purpose 
and adequation to truth. When art means external art, how
ever, then we are told economics and ethics may criticise it. 
This is comforting to the critic and the criticised. We may 
call " De Profundis " insincere if we please, but this has nothing 
to do with Oscar Wilde's spiritual synthesis so that he has no 

* P. 176. 
t P. 188. 

M 2 
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reason to complain. But what becomes of Croce's doctrine that 
the external result reproduces the synthesis, reproduces without 
addition or subtraction ? Again, we are told that we may 
legitimately take precautions to prevent art from being 
employed for evil purposes.* He cannot have it both ways. 
Either the art work reproduces the spiritual synthesis (which 
is non-moral, he contends), or it does not. If it does, its 
qualities must be the same and there can be no question of 
employing it for moral or immoral purposes. These have 
nothing to do with it. 

These skirmishes ended, Croce returns to construct a theory 
of taste and judgment. How are we to tell ? we have asked. 
By reproducing it in oneself, is the answer. We must of 
necessity place ourselves at the artist's point of view, and go 
through the whole process again. The judicial activity is 
identical with the productive. Taste and genius are sub
stantially identical. " To judge Dante we must raise ourselves 
to his level." (But why does Croce say " raise " ?f How does 
he know a priori that he must raise himself ?) Our spirit and 
that of the poet are to become one. In this union alone can 
little souls become great with the great in the universality of 
the spirit. 

If we still press the question of a criterion we are told to 
avoid both relativism and false absolutism by " recognising " 
that the criterion of taste is absolute in a way different from 
that of the intellect; " it is absolute with the intuitive absolute
ness of the imagination." Thus every act of expressive activity 
which is so really will be " recognised " as beautiful, and every 
non-expressive activity will be " recognised " as ugly. 

Unfortunately judgments vary, even so; but Croce has his 
explanation. The reproduction which is requisite to our judg
ment means that all the conditions must be reproduced, and 

* P. 193. 
t P. 199. 
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other conditions must remain constant. Paintings fade, statues 
crumble, manuscripts are mutilated. By this much judgment 
is rendered impossible. The logical conclusion would seem to 
be that any work of art can only be judged at the moment of 
its production. Otherwise we are driven back on relativism. 
Nevertheless the work of restoration and reconstruction in the 
arts and in history mitigates the ravages of time. Moreover, 
whatever condition the work of art be in, it can produce its 
effects only in the soul prepared to receive them.* 

Croce is characteristically sceptical towards histories of art 
as towards all history. I t is possible that there may be a 
history of science, since science progressively conquers universals, 
but the same is not true of art, which is uniquely individual 
and is never repeated. I t is therefore idle to talk about the 
infancy of Italian art in Giotto. His successors merely 
experienced a changed intuition and interest, not necessarily 
better. No comparison can be made. This is, of course, a 
logical deduction from the position that beauty has no degrees. 
The savage is a complete man, says Croce, and he has speech, 
intellect, religion, and morality in common with civilised man. 
The only difference is that civilised man dominates the universe 
more with his theoretic and practical activity. 

§ 6. Linguistic and Esthetic. 

Croce devotes his final chapter to a general summary and 
the thesis that aesthetic and linguistic are identical. We are 
told that his treatise appears meagre compared with the classics 
of aesthetics because these are, as regards nine-tenths of their 
contents, full of non-relevant matter. 

In what sense are the philosophy of language and that of 
art identical? Croce's answer is a little naive. ^Esthetic is 
expression, significant sound is expression. There are no 
special classes of expression. Hence aesthetic and linguistic are 

* P . 206. 
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identical. Browning was evidently wrong in attempting to 
differentiate painter, poet, and musician in Abt Vogler:— 

" For, think, had I painted the whole, 
"Why, there it had stood, to see, nor the process so wonder worth : 
Had I written the same, made verse,—still, effect proceeds from cause, 
Ye know why the forms are fair, ye hear how the tale is told ; 
It is all triumphant art, but art in obedience to laws, 
Painter and poet are proud in the artist-list enrolled :— 

But here is the finger of God, a flash of the will that can, 
Existent behind all laws, that made them and, lo ! they are : 
And I know not if, save in this, such gift be allowed to man, 
That out of three sounds he frame not a fourth sound, but a star. 
Consider it well: each tone of our scale in itself is nought: 
It is everywhere in the world—loud, soft, and all is said— 
Give it to me to use ! I mix it with two in my thought, 
And, there ! Ye have heard and seen ; consider and bow the head !;' 

For Croce, however, there are no classes of expression. 
^Esthetic and linguistic are alike. Expression is an indivisible 
whole, noun, verb, subject and predicate are abstractions and 
grammar is empirical not normative. Phonetics and philology 
are likewise semi-physical, non-eesthetic facts. Language 
as expression is continuous creation. " Every one speaks 
according to the echoes which things arouse in his soul"; 
" Literature is language in action." 

Much of this is obviously true. Pedagogic method has long 
insisted upon the strictly subordinate place and function of 
grammar, phonetics, and philology. We have long learnt that 
literary appreciation is of an organic whole only subsequently 
differentiated into parts. But when all this is said we are still 
left with the problem why some wholes are called beautiful and 
others ugly. The mere identification of linguistic and aesthetic 
is not a convincing conclusion to this problem, nor is the denial 
of the special problems and spheres of the arts much more 
helpful. 
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II. CRITICAL. 

§ 1. Intuition. 

The term " intuition," always elusive, is particularly so in 
Croce. I t occupies a fundamental position in his subjective 
idealism and yet is defined largely by negatives. He maintains 
that, while perception is intuition, images are intuitions also and 
that any distinction between reality and unreality is altogether 
extraneous to the true nature of intuition. " Intuition is the 
undifferentiated unity of the perception of the real and of the 
simple image of the possible." But if the " perception of the 
real" and the " simple image of the possible " be in any respect 
different things, how can the undifferentiated unity of each be 
equally intuition ? If intuition is neither mere perception nor 
the mere image of the possible, but the undifferentiated unity 
of each, we want to know what that undifferentiated unity 
means apart from the mere perception or the mere image, before 
it throws any light on the term intuition. Or again, if any 
" objectified impression " is an intuition, we want to know just 
what it is to objectify an impression, and also what is an 
impression, for Croce carefully insists that intuition (objectified 
impression) is something apart from the psychic base of 
sensations, different from mere perception, and independent of 
conception. A tint of sky is cited as a case of an intuition 
without space and time. I should dispute whether it could 
ever be experienced without a " whereness " and a " whenness " 
constitutive of the same. Indeed, " t in t of sky" except as 
perception or image is meaningless to me and in either case 
some spatiality at least must attach to it. Granted that 
psychologically spaces and times grow, it may still be urged 
with Kant that metaphysically they are inseparably operative 
in " intuition." 

But we are told that the test of an intuition is that it is also 
an expression, the product of an activity. Intuition is only 
known in the act of intuiting, and the expressive activity covers 
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the intuitions of us all—poet, painter, musician, linguist. We 
may perhaps be able to extract an answer to the question what 
does intuition mean in Croce if, therefore, we ask instead, (i) 
What is it which is intuited or expressed ? and (ii) In what 
sense are intuition and expression identical ? 

(i) Consider the intuitive activity applied to a work of art. 
What is it that we intuit ? Character, says Croce. Now the 
terms logical, associative, intellectual, perceptual, conceptual, 
have all been carefully excluded from the nature of intuition. 
Yet we intuit " character," which cannot be on these premisses 
anything intellectually apprehended, but, as far as I can see, 
must be a mi generis object of a sui generis activity. 

We try again. We are told that intuitions differ only in 
respect of content. 

The form or spiritual activity is constant. I t is the matter 
which differentiates one intuition from another. This matter is 
formless, mechanism, passivity. I t is experienced but not 
produced by the spirit of man.* But if both a tint of sky and 
character are objects of intuition, in what intelligible sense are 
they both " matter, mechanism, passivity " ? " What is felt and 
suffered " is likewise intuited, i.e. the raw material of feeling may 
be regarded as the object of the intuitive activity. Inasmuch 
as to have an intuition is to express, it would also appear that 
the object of intuition is the intuiting, i.e. activity or will 
itself, and this is confirmed in the Practical Philosophy. Croce's 
psychology posits then an ultimate: an intuitive activity which 
forms or expresses, and has for objects a vast mass of data which 
are not perceptual, conceptual, etc., but may include tints of 
sky, character, and other examples of the matter, mechanism 
and passivity which separate one intuition from another. 

Moreover, in his account of the aesthetic process he tells us 
that externalisation is unessential and that the fundamental 
moment is the expression or spiritual synthesis of an impression. 

* ^Esthetic, p. 9. 
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We have here an inexplicable expression of an impression which 
is to be called intuition but of which we may never have any 
evidence. 

I urge, therefore, that Croce does not succeed in giving us 
& consistent aud rational account of what'intuition is. But his 
doctrine is even more confused and inconsistent on the relation 
of intuition and expression. 

(ii) In the first place, " expression" is frequently and 
•emphatically used to denote the spiritual aesthetic synthesis. 
Elsewhere, expression means art works, the product of practical, 
not aesthetic activity. Intuition is thus identified, first with 
the expression within, and, secondly, with the expression 
without. And although every expression is unique and 
incomparable, yet, since the spiritual synthesis may be repro
duced in the critic, expression of the interior sort is 
communicable. But if communicable, the intuition is no 
longer unique, while if incommunicable, intuition and expres
sion of the exterior sort are no longer identical. Moreover, 
if externalised, what is expressed is an act of will. In that 
•case it is an act or expression of will which the observer 
intuits. He cannot, however, intuit such an expression unless 
he be of like nature and reality with the original artist. If, 
however, the artist and the observer are to have (the one pro
ductively, the other reproductively) the same expression or 
•spiritual synthesis, and the, same power or activity thereof, 
they must also have a common medium, the externalised 
•expression. Towards this they must be in the same relation
ship if the spiritual synthesis is to be alike. What then 
becomes of the uniqueness of the artist's first intuition— 
•expression ? 

Furthermore, tints of sky are expressions. They are 
therefore externalised acts of will. Whose ? The Matterhorn 
is an expression, a spiritual synthesis which can be intuited by 
us all. If a picture or a poem is the spiritual synthesis of a 
mind, whose synthesis is the Matterhorn or a tint of sky 
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originally ? If the Matterhorn rouses in us severally the 
intuition of the beautiful, it must be because it already 
expresses an anterior spiritual synthesis in an anterior mind 
and will. Whose ? The Matterhorn has just as good a claim 
to be regarded as an' independent expression as " Hamlet" or 
" Macbeth." Macbeth is originally Shakespeare's intuition, and 
ours only subsequently. Whose intuition was the Matterhorn 
originally ? 

I suggest, therefore, that Croce's identity of expression and 
intuition leads to consequences inconsistent with the pure 
idealism which appears to govern his theory of knowledge. 

§ 2. The Process of Expression (A). 

In the aesthetic process, says Croce, it is ridiculous to talk 
of selection of content. If there be selection it can only be 
from among data which are already expressions (interior). 
The artist travaileth and waiteth for delivery. 

There is a certain truth in this position. All poets and 
not a few musicians and painters use much the same language. 
Thus Francis Thompson speaks of the travail of poesy— 

" "We speak a language taught we know not how, 
And what it is that from us flows 

The hearer, better than the utterer, knows." 

And, again, in " Carmen Genesis ":— 

" Poet! still, still, thou dost rehearse, 
In the great fiat of thy verse, 

Creation's primal plot; 
And what thy Maker in the whole 
Worked, little maker, in thy soul 

Thou workst, and men know not. 

Still Nature, to the clang of doom, 
Thy verse rebeareth in her womb ; 

Thou makest all things new 
Elias, when thou comest! Yea, 
Mak'st straight the intelligential way 

For God to pace into. 

 by guest on June 5, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


THE ".ESTHETIC" OF BENEDETTO CEOCE. 187 

His locks perturb man's eddying thought, 
His feet man's surgy breast have sought, 

To Man, His world, He came ; 
Man makes confession, ' There is light,' 
And names, while Being to its height 

Rocks, the desired Name." 

Genius, then, has its gestatory periods. I t is a common
place of mysticism and psychology. But it does not follow that 
the poet's whole life consists of moments of birth that are 
beyond his control. The contemplative moment upon which 
Croce is laying stress is preceded by and requires the discipline 
of the moment of discursive meditation, and meditation is 
essentially selective. Take an example from first-hand 
knowledge of the origins of one of Thompson's poems. 

One day he visited the Meynells, and while there was wholly 
absorbed, as was common with him, in an abstracted fit of 
introversion. For a long time he gazed at Mrs. Meynell in 
silence. Then at last he said: " Mrs. Meynell, pray for me." 
" I do, Francis," was the reply, " every morning." No more 
was said; this was the sole incident of that visit, and shortly 
afterwards he departed. A day or two later, however, he 
sent a beautiful poem to Mrs. Meynell, called " Orison 
Tryst," in which he expressed his gratitude for the comfort 
derived from this revelation of intercessory prayer. 

Now this case is certainly not fully explained by Croce's 
theory. We have a brooding from which issues, by selection, 
a certain definite request. The entreaty is followed by the 
intimation of a new fact to the poet's mind. The fact 
becomes a theme, and the theme is not received in nescience 
but in a full and glad surprise. The hours pass, during 
which the aesthetic spiritual synthesis of Croce's theory takes 
place. But that synthesis is essentially selective. I t is a 
synthesis not, as Croce suggests, uncontrollable, but governed 
by careful choice from amongst the poet's general body of 
faith and doctrine. This may be seen from the poem itself. 
Croce does not deny that the external memorial (otherwise 
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the intuition-expression), though an affair of the practical 
will, yet faithfully represents the inner synthesis. This poem 
throughout bears witness of the selective construction not 
only of metaphors but also of co-ordinated intuitions :— 

" She told ine, in the morning her white thought 
Did beat to Godward, like a carrier dove, 
My name beneath its wing 

. . . . Now, when light 
Pricks at my lids, I never rouse but think— 
' Is't orison time with her ?'—And then my hand 
Presses thy letters in my pulses shook ; 
Where, neighboured on my heart with those pure lines 
In amity of kindred pureness, lies 
Image of Her conceived Immaculate ; 
And on the purple inward, thine,—ah ! thine 
O' the purple linSd side." 

The co-ordination of " intuitions " here, of his lady and of 
" Her conceived Immaculate," could not be more convincingly 
displayed, and this co-ordination proceeds to the end of the 
poem. We observe the whole process of spiritual synthesis 
deliberately taking place and controlled by a will that is 
here also faith and love, until in a daring reach of prayer 
Thompson makes a final synthesis of the two names of kindred 
pureness:— 

" Thy name is known in Heaven : yea, Heaven is weary 
With the reverberation of thy name : 
I fill with it the gap between two sleeps, 
The interpause of dream : hell's gates have learned 
To shake in i t ; and their fierce forayers 
Before the iterate echoing recoil 
In armM watches when my preparate soul 
(A war-cry in the alarums of the Night) 
Conjoins thy name with Hers, Auxiliatrix." 

Wordsworth* is equally precise in his account of poetic 
construction, and lays stress upon the two moments, peace 
and excitation, as each equally necessary to the thriving of 
genius. While, then, Croce has rightly insisted upon the 

* See Prelude, XIII , 1-10. 
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contemplative stillness of artistic gestation, he has failed to 
give its due place to the discursive seeking and selection 
which are also essential. A spiritual synthesis cannot be 
beyond control. I t is an active selective construction from 
amongst a variety of data, whether " expressions" already or 
otherwise. 

An almost identical error occurs in Kant.* In limiting the 
Sublime to an abstract feeling of relation, he, too, explicitly 
excludes apperceptive knowledge. We must not think of stars 
as suns with their systems, nor of the sea as the reservoir of 
clouds. The firmament must be nothing but an " all embracing 
vault," the sea either a restful mirror or a threatening abyss; 
any other ideas are teleological. We are to think of sea and 
sky as poets do, " merely by what strikes the eye." But it is 
precisely the poet who does not stop there. He does not 
passively wait for either an external or an internal intuition. 
He actively compels all his store of relevant experience, all his 
store of associated knowledge, to serve his need and purpose. 
Shelley's " Cloud" owes everything to its wealth of scientific 
knowledge; Thompson's " Ode to the Setting Sun " everything 
to his knowledge of its secular history and significance. In 
fact, no poetry or art could be created either upon the basis of 
a mere will to express or upon crude emotion or upon a 
sensuous-basis alone. Kant's own phrase, "all embracing 
vault," itself contains a conceptual addition in the word " a l l " : 
the eye never sees the " all" that is to be embraced, and Croce's 
psychology does not allow for an all to be intuited or expressed. 
Despite Kant, there is no such thing as pure feeling alone, 
devoid of all content; and, despite Croce, there is no such thing 
as aesthetic activity, which is nothing but form devoid of all 
content. In both cases the matter is essential. The " matter, 
mechanism, passivity " of Croce is nothing less than the whole 
stock-in-trade of the artist's past knowledge and experience, 

* The Critique of Judgment (Bernard's translation, p. 137 f.). 
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full of rich potentialities which will ripen according to purposes 
at least semi-articulate in his mind. Croce's picture of the 
artist at the mercy of an uncontrollable will to express seems 
to me to be a figment. His own work is an expression governed 
in respect of both its form and matter by deliberate purpose 
and apperceptive knowledge. Stout's doctrine of noetic 
synthesis is a much truer account of the process of sesthetic 
construction. I t is directed by both association and by purpose. 
" In any given stage . . . . the next step is partly determined 
by the controlling influence of the central idea . . . . with 
which the whole series is concerned, and partly by the special 
idea which has last emerged. In so far as it is determined by 
the special idea which has last emerged, the principle of 
association is operative: in so far as it is determined by the 
central idea of the whole topic, noetic synthesis is operative."* 
Does this not explain the orderly development of a poem like 
" Orison Tryst" far better than either Kant or Croce ? 

The Process of Expression (B). 

The next important feature in Croce's account of the process 
of expression is his assertion that externalisation, translation 
into physical media, is optional, an economic not an sesthetic 
fact. Logically, it is sufficient to point out (vide I, § 5) that 
upon this basis the subject matter of aesthetics is beyond our 
reach, and Croce's work might have begun and ended like the 
chapter on snakes in Iceland. 

There appears, however, to be a more serious error in this 
false idealism. Croce's contempt for the external result 
overlooks the fact that the artist must, not may have a medium, 
external to himself, in and through which to express the 
beautiful. The potter without the clay is powerless, the 
sculptor without the stone has nothing to express, and the 
poet works and is a craftsman with words, with sounds. 

* Analytic Psychology, Vol. II, p. 3. 
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Significant sounds are the plastic material of the poet; adapted 
and sequentially organised sounds are the plastic material of 
the musician. We are often too intent upon the ideas 
expressed in poetry, and it has needed a Poetry Society to 
remind us that poetry is written primarily for the ear and not 
for the eye. Croce's hasty identification of aesthetic and 
linguistic leads him to overlook this fact. Poets are dreamers 
of dreams, but Shaughnessy puts that second in his ode. 
Firstly, poets are, as he says, music makers. 

" We are the music makers, 
And we are the dreamers of dreams." 

Words then, as potential music, grow into music under 
the craft of the poet, and without them he cannot be a music 
maker, and ceases therefore to be a poet. The labour bestowed 
by a poet like Tennyson upon the order and form of his words 
represents as caressing a care for his plastic material as ever 
the sculptor bestows. We may even say that there are 
traditions in the craft of the poet as real and strong as those 
of any guild. 

Music appears to be in an anomalous position, yet even 
here there is an accumulated body of plastic material which 
has been worked up by generations of musicians and is still 
submissive but necessary to the composer's craft. Abt Vogler 
must cry " Give it to me to use!" Without sound he is 
powerless, as without him music is " all dumb." 

Externalisation, then, is not optional, but necessary, 
essential, and inevitable. Every art has its appropriate 
medium which is the artist's indispensable material. The 
manual practice cannot be avoided. The poet is a maker, and 
he makes music. I t is not until we ourselves try to practise 
his craft, ourselves essay a sonnet or a lyric, that we truly 
understand what it is that the poet does. If, as Croce else
where says, there is in each of us a little of the poet, then it 
will be because each of us tries to compel his mother tongue 
to make music. Practice not only makes perfect, it makes 
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real. The external result is not merely metaphorically to be 
called expression: it is the expression made manifest. I t is 
the necessary complement to the interior synthesis. Fiat lux. 
Yes, but what completes the fiat ? Lux facta est. 

§ 3. The Definition of the Beautiful. 

(i) Although Croce rejects value-judgments he yet regards 
beauty as the value of expression. If, then, the beautiful is 
sesthetic value, how are we to recognise it except by intuiting 
its conformity to the definition, i.e. by making a judgment of 
value ? 

(ii) Beauty, moreover, is successful expression. No criterion 
is given, and we are left with the position that the successful 
expression of anything is beautiful. Mr. Carritt in his Tlieory 
of Beauty goes even further and says that the expression of 
any feeling is beautiful.* Very well. An impression or intuition 
of hate, being received or formed, is spiritually synthesised 
and successfully expressed as murder. Murder is then beautiful. 
The most repulsive impressions of vice successfully expressed, 
the most commonplace impressions of hunger synthesised and 
successfully expressed, the impression of an empty-but-would-
be-filled Onoto successfully synthesised and expressed, all these 
are beautiful. Is this not the utter negation of aesthetics ? 

(iii) "We may couple with Mr. Carritt's assertion Croce's 
further claim that pure intuition is essentially lyrical, " A land
scape is a state of soul and a great poem may be contained in 
an exclamation." All this is a generous recognition of the 
shouts and sighs of humanity, but does it really carry us much 
further with the business of valuing works of a certain magni
tude ? Truly Aristotle was wise to insist that a tragedy must 
possess a " certain magnitude," else we should have to provide 
critiques of conjectural exclamations, appreciations of apo
strophes, and sermons upon shouts and sighs. And all of these, 

* The Theory of Beauty, p . 287. 
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qud lyrical expressions, qud expressions of feeling, are beautiful. 
Of course a life tragedy may be compressed into a sigh, but 
such tragedies are both too great and too little to be compre-' 
hended by criticism. The proper business of criticism is with 
expressions of a certain magnitude. 

(iv) Again, in works of art that are failures parts may 
possess unity and therefore beauty, while other parts possess 
multiplicity and are therefore ugly. Unity of what ? What 
else are synthesis, system, construction, wholeness, but synthesis 
of parts ? But parts are multiple and multiplicity is ugly, is 
not expression. How then can the beautiful evolve from what 
is not ? In perfect works, says Croce, life circulates in the 
whole organism, it is not withdrawn into certain parts. True, 
but how do we know an organism except through its parts? 
The recognition of unity may be an a priori function of the 
spirit but it only functions where multiplicity is found to be 
completed and transcended by unity. 

(v) Further, the beautiful does not possess degrees. I t 
must then be an absolute, and Croce's insistence upon the 
uniqueness of each aesthetic expression confirms this. But he 
repudiates an absolute beauty, and calls Plato and Plotinus 
mystics (Croce's supreme word of contempt), because they 
conceived of Beauty absolute. Yet how are we to recognise 
uniqueness, the beauty that has no degrees, unless it be an 
absolute for which we have an a priori form of judgment ? We 
needs must fashion phenomena, says Kant, under the a priori 
forms of Space and Time. May we not also say that we needs 
must judge aesthetic values under the a pi-iori form of Beauty 
,; transcendentally ideal ?" 

(vi) Beauty is expression and nothing more. Unsuccessful 
expression is not expression. Then why discuss the ugly at 
all ? Those parts which have value have beauty. All else is 
not expression and therefore requires no value-judgment, no 
labelling by Croce as ugly. He has no right to bring it into his 
court at all, yet he says it has degrees, whereas beauty has none. 
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No wonder he says that the whole mystery of the ugly and the 
beautiful is solved by his most easy definitions. I t is solved by 

* dismissing the ugly as aesthetically non-existent yet with the 
assurance that it has degrees. 

Dr. Bosanquet's treatment of the problem' of the ugly (in 
the lectures delivered last autumn at University College) seems 
to be much more helpful and illuminating. He suggests that 
some cases of apparent ugliness may upon closer scrutiny prove 
to be examples of what he called difficult beauty. Cases that 
resist this account, which finally appear to be cases of " in
vincible " ugliness, cannot be denied acceptance as expressions 
{i.e. Croce's doctrine is rejected). But such cases are expressions 
which' are yet inexpressive, e.g. a story without point. Ugliness 
is therefore inexpressive expression. Since man can effect 
expression for its own sake he can also be insincere therein, 
i.e. while expressing, he may withhold the expressiveness. If 
so, he creates the ugly.* I venture to hope that Dr. Bosanquet 
will develop and publish this important clue to the problem of 
ugliness. 

(vii) This brings us to the most urgent criticism of Croce's 
easy definitions. What enables us to judge that an expression 
is beautiful, is successful ? What enables us to say of some 
other claimant: this is not an expression (though what else it 
can be is left undetermined) ? What enables us to recognise 
in one expression that it has no degrees, is unique, adequate, 
and cannot be more adequate; and in another claimant that 
it is an expression, albeit unsuccessful, that it has degrees, is 
inadequate, and possibly not unique ? Since beauty is expres
sion and nothing more, how can we tell between two objects of 
;art that one is expression and nothing more, and that the other 
is a strange unintelligible impostor, a non-expression possessing 
•degree ? If the term " successful" be the sole differentia, the 
question still remains, how can we recognise a success which is 

* This paragraph is based upon notes taken at Dr. Bosanquet's third 
lecture. 
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unique and has no degrees, or a failure which has degrees and 
is apparently not unique ? 

I t may be replied that we can tell, since the beautiful 
arouses in us a spiritual synthesis like that of its creator. But 
the mere conviction that I have an interior state identical with 
another man's does not assure me that that state and its 
expression are beautiful. The ugly may equally well arouse 
the unsuccessful synthesis which begat it and then our previous 
difficulties reappear. How can we tell a successful from an 
unsuccessful synthesis or expression ? 

(viii) This means, then, that Croce fails to supply us with 
an intelligible and valid criterion. How do we know we are to 
raise ourselves and not lower ourselves to Dante's level in order 
to judge of the beauty of the Divine Comedy ? We are to 
reproduce, ideally, the given conditions and then judge. Even 
if we do so, the act of judgment is different from the deed of 
virtue or the synthesis called beauty. Croce says that the 
beautiful will be recognised.* Thus he who has repudiated the 
mystical aesthetic of Plato or Plotinus yet tells us the beautiful 
will be " recognised." How ? This is the characteristic dogma 
of subjectivity. Things will be " recognised." If we could only 
reproduce the intuition which expresses itself in a neatly 
executed murder, expresses adequation to the purpose for 
which it was contrived, doubtless we should recognise it as 
beautiful. Why not ? If successful expressions are " recog
nised," Dante's Hell will need no Heaven. Was anything more 
adequately conceived and adequately fitted to its purpose than 
Iago's plot ? So, if we can make ourselves Iago, ideally, the 
plot will be recognised in our judicial activity as beautiful. 
A lie intended to deceive, a lie carefully and elaborately 
constructed, if it succeeds in its expression will likewise be 
recognised as " adequation to purpose " and therefore beautiful. 
In fact, the spiritual synthesis of any sinner is his synthesis, 

* P . 202. 

N 2 
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and if successfully expressed becomes beauty which we should 
recognise if we reproduced the sin. 

(ix) Croce is, of course, justified in calling attention to the 
limitations imposed by temporal changes upon judgments of 
historical works of art, but this ought not to be exaggerated. 
Eaphael's Ansidei Madonna is still beautiful despite her half 
millennium. Keats' Grecian urn still yields him the conviction, 

" For ever wilt thou love and she be fair." 

Indeed, it is the very permanence of the beautiful which 
consoles Keats through the odes and through Endymion. 
Croce fails to note the relative security of music and poetry as 
compared with the works of sculpture and painting. We may 
regret that some works of beauty fade and are despoiled, but 
others grow. Beethoven is probably more beautiful to-day than 
in his own lifetime owing to the greater perfection of musical 
instruments. Croce asks whether a poem written in youth 
could make the same impression on its author in old age. 
Probably not the same impression but still an impression 
of beauty. Why should age per. se be incapable of aesthetic 
synthesis and reproduction ? Mrs. Meynell would like to 
suppress the " Letter from a Girl to Her Own Old Age," but 
not because it is no longer a successful expression, no longer 
beautiful, but because it seems too sad. Life has been happier 
than she dreamt. 

§4. Conclusion. 

It comes then to this, that Croce make3 an eloquent appeal 
for sympathy in the matter of aesthetic criticism and for the 
recognition of personality and spirituality in aesthetic produc
tion. But despite his very sweeping censures of most of his 
predecessors this standpoint is by no means new. A great 
many points in Marshall's Pain, Pleasure, and JSsthetics 
anticipate Croce's positions, and it is curious to observe that 
both Marshall and Croce are strongly opposed to Dr. Bosanquet's 
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definition of the beautiful.* Croce, indeed, finds the problem 
as posed by Dr. Bosanquet insoluble.f There is also a good 
deal of ground that is common between Croce and Mr. Balfour, 
but the latter frankly requires and accepts " a mystical supple
ment " to his theory of the beautiful. 

Croce criticises all " relativist" positions, but it is difficult 
to describe his own as anything else but inextricably subjec
tive, relative and Emersonian. 

Art, he says, belongs not to the world but to the super-
world, not to time but to eternity. I t is not the Kantian 
bridge between the phenomenal and the noumenal; it is " the 
dream of the life of knowledge," its complement is the concept, 
the judgment. Art is ever a child. Thought must not be 
lowered in order to elevate fancy. 

Croce has missed an opportunity here. His elaborate 
insistence upon aesthetic as expression has led him too sharply 
to separate phenomenon and noumenon. Instead of regarding 
externalisation as optional he might have been more construc
tive. Had he been more appreciative of Kant he could have 
grafted his doctrine of expression upon that of the Critique of 
Judgment. For if beauty be expression of intuition, and if we 
regard externalisation not as optional but as necessary, then 
we may suggest that the intuition is noumenal, the expression 
is phenomenal, and the spiritual synthesis is the building of 
that bridge between the two which Kant so earnestly sought. 
Grant with Croce that beauty is expression, is the child of 
spiritual synthesis, why should not the contracting parties be 
the phenomenal and the noumenal ? Is this not expressed by 
Browning when he says that " Poetry is the seizure of the 
infinite in the finite " ? 

Lastly, when we remember that the proper business of 
aesthetic is not with incomputable sobs and sighs but with 

* History of ^Esthetic, p. 5. 
t Ainslie's translation, p. 354. 

 by guest on June 5, 2016
http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://aristotelian.oxfordjournals.org/


198 THE "ESTHETIC" OF BENEDETTO CROCE. 

published work of a certain ascertainable magnitude, we are 
compelled to ask Croce to tell us what are the essential con
stituents qualifying such works to rank as beautiful. Here, 
however, it seems to me his book is too full of ambiguities 
and inconsistencies to be anything more than a preliminary 
prospecting of the field, though it is full of stimulating obiter 
dicta. 
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